Assessment of school-based health centers in a rural state: the West Virginia experience.
To assess the capability of school-based health centers (SBHCs) to provide access to health care for rural youth. Review of annual patient records from SBHCs in West Virginia. Ten of 24 SBHCs in West Virginia in operation from July 1994 to June 1997 were selected for the study. Enrollment and utilization rates were generated for each site. A comparison was made between rates of enrollment, utilization, and annual visits among youth with private insurance, those covered by Medicaid, and youth without insurance. Rural and urban SBHCs within West Virginia were compared based on enrollment, utilization, and visit rates. The diagnostic categories were analyzed. Finally, enrollment rates, utilization rates, and insurance status for the West Virginia SBHCs were compared with national norms. Enrollment rates rose steadily during the study period from 27% in Year 1 to 64% by the end of Year 3. The utilization rate was 67% in Year 3. The youth with either Medicaid or no insurance comprised 52% of enrollees, but they accounted for 63% of all visits. West Virginia SBHCs have a higher rate of Medicaid users than the national average for SBHCs, and the annual visit rate for West Virginia youth is higher than the national average for nonmetropolitan adolescents. The enrollment rate of 64% is slightly higher than the national average for SBHCs. Within West Virginia, the enrollment rate in rural schools was significantly higher, 86% compared to 46% (p < .001), and the utilization rate was 70% in rural centers compared to 63% in the urban centers (p < .001). When SBHCs are available in rural areas, students use them. In West Virginia, SBHCs have contributed to providing access to health care for rural youth.